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THE "STEADY STATE" LIBRARY: PROBLEMS OF ACQUISITION AND
DISCARDING IN A SMALL UNIVERSITY LIBRAR Y
A.C. Bubb
Universityof Salford,
Manchester, U.K.

Many of the things relating to the topic, th at is, the steady state library, have already
been touched upon by other speakers. I will therefore go over it as we see it in one small
British library. I will mention the Atkinson report, which Prof. Evans has already alluded
to. If any librarian is not familiar with this document it is available from Her Majesty's
Stationery Office. The Atkinson Report has been the subject of many, and of ten
ferocious, communications in almost every British library journal in the last few months.
It is the report on capital provision for university libraries. It ostensibly deals with
library buildings. It, of course, wishes to restrain the building of library buildings,
presumably in the national, or somebody's interest. However, there are at least two
librarians here from Great Britain who have already got new libraries out of it. It is a
rather strange report on economics which can provide new libraries for some people.
Buried in the Atkinson Report is far more than a mere building question. It brings up the
whole question of wh ether libraries, university libraries, and technological university
libraries, in particular , can expect to grow almost ad infinitum. Some British university
libraries have assumed that in the past, and I think it is true to say that even some of us
in the technological libraries had the impression that sometime in our careers the same
might happen to us too, although we were perhaps, being a rather cynical bunch, always
slightly suspicious of the possibilities of infinite growth. We have even made noises in
official quarters pointing out th at some form of restriction on growth might be not only
acceptable, but beneficial. Restriction on growth could lead, of course, to what has been
the steady state, which in its most extreme case could mean that as one book came into
your stock, another went out the other end. This is the sort of reductio ad absurdum th at
every librarian has seized upon, and all sorts of qualifications have been made to this
idea of steady state, a library which has a certain number of volumes and is not likely to
go much above that number. There can be, for example, the passing out of stock, either
to regional stores, local institutional stores or, that catch-all for every library problem,
the British Library. This is, in fact, a modification of the real steady state. 1 noticed that
Mr. Tanzer mentioned the passing of books from the regional libraries to the central
libraries. This is the type of solution which may be accepted.
The response to Atkinson, as we have learned to call it, has of course varied with the size
of the library. In general, the smaller libraries have of ten welcomed it. They are like the
Flan O'Brian statement where they have to keep the wolf from the door because if they
are not careful they might get out. This, in fact, is what we are doing. We have lived
with the problem, not of steady state, but of minimal growth for a long while. The
Atkinson Report, while saying that we may not ex pand beyond a certain point, laid down
by various norms, does allow growth for those libraries which are very smal!. Therefore,
some of us have had hopes raised by the appearance of this document, which has some
official power. It has been adopted by the University Grants Committee, which in Great
Britain is the body which eventually de cid es who gets money. Therefore, its adoption by
that body is of some importance to those of us who are interested in buildings and in
what goes into them. In any case, smalllibraries have had to look at this before.
At Salford we decided to make a virtue of necessity and, in fact, to recognize that for us
the Atkinson Report might promise an extension to our present building, which, it does on
paper, but not in bricks and mortar, and that we, being political animais, could well use
this document to make clear to our colleagues of all sorts, in all sorts of groupings in the
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university, what a library is about. We were not so much interested in beating Atkinson,
which happened in some universities, but rather in using the fact that for the first time
th is question of how big a library should be has been raised in an official document. This
could be used to drag out all sorts of points which could be used to our advantage. We
have therefore used every possible opportunity which exists for us. We already have a
fairly full teaching programme in the library, and I can assure you that everyone who
hears from us gets some idea, not only of how to find his way through chemical abstracts,
but also how a library ticks, and whether it can go on ticking louder and louder as it gets
bigger. We have ceased every opportunity to either get ourselves invited to meetings of
departmental boards, which run departmental policy, or to make enough noise to assure
that we could force our way in the door even if we were not a member. We have even got
the Association of University Teachers, a trade union, and now, by heaven, a member of
the Trade Union Commerce, to pass a resolution stating that they regard the existence of
an adequate library as a central tooI for the academic in his teaching and research. None
of th is is a direct link to Atkinson, but, in fact, if Atkinson had not come out, made a
certain noise in the newspapers, got people asking questions and generally rolling around
on the ground and punching each other about library matters, we probably would not have
had the opportunity to make this point to our colleagues.
Inside the library of course it is rather a different matter. Acquisition must lead to
discarding if you are to maintain a steady state. We have never been worried at Salford
about discarding. We have just grown up with the British Library; each of us is on a fairly
short lead at times, there is not much squabbling and we recognize them as part of our
natural surroundings of our sort of librarianship. 50 discarding is quite easy. But, of
course, as even the chairman of the University Grants Committee, a name which is
uttered with either awe or cursing, by some university librarians has admitted, the
problems of discarding library books begin the minute you decide to add a book to your
stock. I suppose that in an ideal world, the moment that the book is used the last time
even it would gently subside into dust, like a mummy whose case you have opened, and
you would be rid of the problem forevermore. Unfortunately, this does not happen.
Clearly we are starting our problems when we bring something in. If we make bad choices
in the beginning we are going to have awful problems at the end. As I mentioned, the
chairman of the UGC, a chemist, a lapsed chemist one might say, but a chemist at any
rate, has said in public that he sees no reason why the university library should buy the
masses of textbooks which appear, for example, on chemical thermodynamics because, as
he says, they do not differ one from the other except in the examples. If you people
would not buy the things you would not have the problem of shelves and shelves of oldfashioned textbooks on chemical thermodynamics. This is a point which maybe one could
argue about, but he at least has got that message I think. 50, we have had to face that
withdrawal problem, and this leads straight away at the last moment to the assessment
of use. Mr Eatwell, I think, will mention what has been do ne in one university about
periodicals.
We are tackling things in somewhat the same way. We are also studying, to a higher
degree than ever before, the actual use made of our stock, with the view towards ridding
ourselves of material which does not earn its keep. We have found that even in this we
have been able to attain c10ser contact with teachers and researchers than ever before,
and also to make them understand something of the problems they are setting us if they
suggest, as some of the poor souls do, that everyone of the c1ass of fifty students is going
to buy himself an obscure textbook which costs 1.25. They are just wrong. It is not going
to happen this way. On this basis we can show them something of the use which is made
of it and act accordingly. We have wanted of course to find easy criteria. We find, of
course, that it is the local criteria that matters. It is the peculiarities of lecturers th at
matters. Therefore, we have to do this sort of work for ourselves by trying to assess use,
by talking to people and finding out just what is happening. We were happier in this
respect in the days when we were a technological university pure and simpie. Now that
fashionably we are moving into the social sciences and humanities, without of course
losing our technological flavour we find ourselves up against a set of entirely different
problems, which are arousing a whole lot of discussion. We have retired some stock to a
sort of limbo, in which it is still available in the open shelves, but it is not part of the
main stock. We want to see what happens, and we use some very crude criteria to do it.
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My last point on th is is as one large British university has said, "Yes, Atkinson is all very
weIl, but I shall want 20 extra senior staff to do the withdrawals." If you do that there
seems to be something wrong with the whole process. If we are to achieve steady state,
if we have to or even if we want to keep ourselves a small, good library, there has to be
something that can be done on a fairly mechanical basis. We cannot afford highly skilled
academic staff to do the same job again which they may have done with the book
selections.

159

